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Scarce snowfalls, dry conditions 
could bring Lake Michigan levels 
back down again  

Wednesday, January 08, 2003 

By John Tunison 
The Grand Rapids Press  

 
HOLLAND -- Bill Christensen has some advice for West 
Michigan boaters this summer -- stay in the middle of harbor 
channels and away from the Lake Michigan shoreline.  

The experienced boater knows the pitfalls of shallow water 
and figures this summer could be as treacherous as any for 
snagging vessels on rocks and logs submerged just below 
the surface.  

After a brief reprieve last year from declining water levels, 
Lake Michigan is on its way down again because of scarce 
snowfalls and dry conditions.  

"If you go south and start getting close to Saugatuck, near 
Mount Baldhead, you have to go out deeper because there 
are rocks there that are close to the surface," said 
Christensen, who operates Christensen Fiberglass, a 
fiberglass mold maker and boat repair shop.  

Low water levels typically bring more people with damaged 
boats to his shop.  
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"You can definitely spend more time on your back repairing 
bottom damage," he said. "People run into just about 
anything out there."  

The U.S. Army Corps of Engineers so far this year is 
predicting a return to the near-historic low levels reached in 
2001.  

The scenario could change if the weather brings significantly 
more rain or snowfall to the region, but forecasters aren't 
offering much hope, said Marie Strum, a water resources 
engineer with the Corps of Engineers.  

"Conditions will be similar to two years ago, rather than last 
year," she said. "The National Weather Service is saying we 
are supposed to have a moderate El Nino effect, and that 
wouldn't help to bring levels back up."  

Lake Michigan is now about 11 inches above the record 
January low set in 1965 and 6 inches below last year at this 
time. The lake dropped 3 inches in December alone.  

The decline is part of a trend that began in 1998. Today, 
Lake Michigan is 19 inches below its long-term average.  

Water levels seemed to bottom out in 2001 and began to 
rise modestly in the early and middle months of 2002, 
boosted by a wet fall and significant winter snows. In fact, 
Lake Michigan was almost a foot higher last summer than 
the previous summer.  

"This past year, we haven't seen anything close to that 
(precipitation)," Strum said. "The Michigan-Huron basin has 
been very dry."  

Strum said she doesn't think the lake this year will recede to 
the record summer lows set in 1964, but probably will 
approach the lower levels of 2001.  

She said boaters who enjoyed last year's rising levels will 
need toadjust to the changing conditions. Boaters may want 
to consult water depth charts if venturing into unfamiliar 
areas.  

Herb Eldean of Eldean Shipyard in Park Township said he 
remains hopeful the dropping water level will stabilize. He 
wasn't sure if he would have to dredge areas around 
Eldean's 370 boat slips on the north side of Lake Macatawa 
or the 280 slips on the south side.  

"It all depends on what happens and it's too early to call," he 
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said.  

Eldean said he doesn't anticipate lower water levels will 
cause many problems for experienced boaters.  

"The biggest thing is you just have to be more careful and 
you have to read your charts more," he said.  
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